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    Preface

    It is, perhaps, fair to state my own prejudices from the onset. Although I do academic work and believe in academic standards, I do not believe in erudition (which is another way of inhibiting the deprived or disadvantaged from writing what they know or think) and empiricism (which is a denial of the value of theoretical abstraction) as a mark of science. In my days as a science student at the University of Cape Town, for the required understanding of any phenomenon it sufficed to consult a few selected texts by recognized authorities in the field. Likewise, in scientific experiments replication was also finite i.e. infinity was reached after a given number of repetitions. Therefore, it may be asked of the social scientist : what is it that (s)he can hope to find in a multiplicity of texts and from an accumulation of « facts « which (s)he could not discover from a finite number of strategically selected texts and facts?

    Lest it be thought that the comparison between social and natural sciences is unwarranted, we could refer to philosophy. When I got interested in epistemology, to acquire a good grasp of what positivism, Marxism, existentialism, or phenomenology is about, I did not have to read every text that had been written on anyone of them. A finite number of texts by the best exponents of each branch of knowledge sufficed. The same could be said of literary criticism. The essence is not the number of texts that one has read but how well one understands them.

    There is no apparent reason why the so-called ideographic disciplines such as history, ethnography or anthropology should be any different. My starting point is that in theory-building significant differences do not occur at the level of « facts « but characteristically at the level of interpretation of « facts ». This, correctly, presupposes that every professional practitioner has an adequate stock of information from which (s)he can make sustainable propositions. In normal scientific practice such information is standardized, only subject to individual emphases and refinement. In this way, certain schools get established and continue over time, without any dramatic changes. This set-up can only be disturbed by the discovery of new information which goes beyond the standardized or a new interpretation of the existing stock of facts in such a way that it acquires dramatically different connotations.

    It is the latter that we are interested in. I believe that the first generation of European ethnographers in Africa produced very high quality monographs, most of which became classics in their own right. As would be expected, they got standardized, relying on certain fixed concepts such as « tribe », « lineage », « clan », etc., etc. But what facilitated the process even more was a search for taxonomic categories such as « acephalous » vs « centralized » states, « patrilineal » vs « matrilineal » societies, « pastoralists » vs « agriculturalists » etc., etc., which the famous anti-structuralist-functionalist British anthropologist, Edmund Leach, once contemptuously referred to as « butterfly collecting ». Apart from the obvious organicism in structural-functionalist anthropology, taxonomic categories are by nature empiricist as well as static. Not only do they seek to put things in air-tight compartments but also, and more seriously, they substitute bounded forms for processes. This renders them utterly unhistorical. In this regard, it is interesting to note that in biology taxonomy has long been abandoned in favour of the more dynamic biochemical processes, which run through all forms of life and make them what they are. In human societies a number of social phenomena might appear as so many different types, only to discover that they are different manifestations or permutations of the same phenomenon, for example, modes of existence or social classification. This warns us against the pitfalls of both evolutionism and historicism. It is conceivable that there might never be a theory of mediations, but nonetheless mediations play a very important part in human history, as we hope to show.

    My main concern in the present work is re-reading classical anthropological texts, in particular the East African Chiefs1. Unlike a number of more recent studies, the authors of East African Chiefs attempted a regional synthesis on the basis of what they thought were common characteristics (a taxonomic categorization). Seeing that they were Anglophone, they did not bother about the two French-speaking kingdoms in the region, Rwanda and Burundi. For these different texts had to be used. Reference is also made to more recent studies, especially by Ugandan historians. While they add to our stock of information, these studies do not seem to affect the classical paradigms. They use more or less the same designating categories and, perhaps, reach slightly different conclusions. Besides, ethnography or theory is not their main concern.

    However, it is important to note that this is not necessarily true of all historians working on African societies. In Modes of Production in Africa2 the authors made a serious effort to theorize African history. In fact, parallels could be drawn between what they were doing and what I propose to do. The difference is that they came with a given epistemology and an array of more or less taken-for-granted Marxist concepts such as « mode of production », « class », « economic surplus », « surplus value », « capitalist relations of production », and others. According to their own testimony, their intention was

    To demonstrate the pertinence, indeed the necessity for the application, of the concepts of historical materialism to the precolonial history of Africa3.

    There was also a stated desire to educate the Anglophone historians out of their « empiricism ». There was no explicit wish to learn from the African ethnographies themselves but rather to extract as many historical « facts » as possible and interpret them according to certain preconceived categories.

    I deliberately avoided all this. Using a discursive method, I allowed myself to be guided by the African ethnographies themselves. In trying to decode them, all pre-existing concepts became suspect and were subject to review. In the process a number of epistemological assumptions, including Marxist ones, ceased to be self-evident and became objects for intellectual labour, as Yash Tandon noted. In order not to be lost in a maze of theoretical texts, I chose one major text in exactly the same way I chose a particular set of classical ethnographic texts. This was Samir Amin’s general thesis about tributary modes of production whose history, according to him, is outside the purview of European history. In other words, they could be understood in their own terms.

    As somebody who is interested in the decolonization (or indigenization) of the social sciences, this appealed to me. I was not unaware of the dangers of relativized theory and sociological particularism. What proved to be most effective in resolving this problem was a totalizing critique. Having deciphered the chosen African ethnographies, I felt that I was in a position to evaluate them from inside outwards, i.e. towards the wider social environment, for example, colonial capitalism and struggles against imperialist domination.

    Therefore, I set a great deal of store for the idea of « critique », for we are not asking to be praised but to be understood in our own terms. This granted, I am quite prepared to subject African societies, writers, and leaders to a scotching critique. This often raises questions about empathy in what is supposed to be inter-subjective communication. In this regard, one would like to refer to Peter Rigby’s work. Rigby is probably the best among the present generation of African ethnographers and certainly the ablest ethnolinguist amongst them. One has to read his Persistent Pastoralists4 to appreciate this fully. Nonetheless, it is an affirmation, without negations. What starts off as a critique of the wider environment ends up as a phenomenological affirmation of the internal subjects. What of the inner system itself? Here, we encounter an apparent clash between critique and empathy. Need this be the case? As will be seen in the text, I am inclined to say « no », without detracting from brilliant ethnographic studies such as Rigby’s.

    Finally, as a matter of principle, I have whenever possible referred to people by the names they call themselves, without due regard for imposed orthographic conventions. For instance, instead of using noun stems only such as Nyoro, Ganda, and so on, I have retained the Bantu prefixes, Mu for singular and Ba for plural. The proper names thus become Munyoro/Banyoro or Muganda/Baganda. Similarly, for names of localities the original terms are used. Dubious terms such as « Hamitic » or « Nilotic » are used in inverted commas, if at all.

    

    1  Richards, A.I. (ed.), East African Chiefs, 1959.

    2  Crummey, D. and Stewart C.C. (edi.), Modes of Production in Africa, 1981.

    3  Op. cit. p. 11.

    4  Rigby Peler, Persistent Pastoralists, 1985.


    Introduction

    Since the mid-1960s there has been a flush of literature on problems of « development », as against the neoclassical concept of « economic growth ». This signified growing dissatisfaction with existing forms of practice and theory. However, the inability to find satisfactory solutions almost over a generation constituted an undeniable social and intellectual crisis. Historically, such ruptures have proved conducive to the growth of knowledge, if only because uncertainty leads to a ceaseless search for new answers. The desire for certainty may entail either the abandonment or radical revision of prevailing theoretical paradigms. In the absence of any dominant and pervading epistemology, the paths which this takes are often diverse and conflictive. This inevitably issues in theoretical incoherence which manifests itself in the mushrooming of a variety of « schools » which are often ephemeral.

    While practitioners might agree on the existence of an intellectual crisis, they often differ as to its meaning and source. Nor does recourse to philosophy of science provide unambiguous answers. This has to be so because philosophers of science themselves are not agreed on whether intellectual crises lead to adjustments which are cumulative or to epistemological ruptures wherein preexisting paradigms are overthrown in toto and are replaced by new and incompatible ones. Likewise, there is no consensus among them as to whether the reasons for a general collapse are internal or external to extant theoretical frameworks. Advocates of « self-correcting » science such as Karl Popper maintain that the reasons are internal to the scientific enterprise itself and are, indeed, a logical outcome of the normal scientific process of « conjecture » and « refutation »1. This point of view is hotly contested by those philosophers who, like Thomas Kuhn2, argue that science is not extra-societal and that, as such, its practice is conditioned by social factors which are exterior to it.

    The latter position coincides with that of sociologists of knowledge which has been stoutly maintained by the members of the Frankfurt School, notably, M. Horkheimer, T. Adorno and J. Habermas. Its suppositions are derived from Marxist dialectics and historical materialism. But in their case it became so abstracted and divorced from current issues that it is ossified, even if brilliant and erudite in the classical sense. Without subscribing to any kind of « scientism » or suppositions about the inferiority of the social sciences, it must be admitted that the social sciences are particularly susceptible to their social and ideological environment. In fact, it may be stated quite categorically that lasting thought categories cannot but be reflective of contemporary social existence. In other words, social scientific questions are put on the agenda by current social struggles. This is not to deny the fact that social scientific pronouncements are not merely a reflection of reality but are also capable of projections which transcend the same reality. However, such transcendence is not a clear-cut process because rationalizations of any social phenomenon are subject to a range of background assumptions which are historically and culturally determined. Indeed, it is the duty of the theory of science to investigate and to reduce these into distinct epistemologies on which intellectual discourse is predicated. It is for this precise reason that in times of intellectual crisis there is (or there should be) recourse to questions of epistemology.

    In the various controversies that have been raging within what is popularly known as « development theory », this condition has rarely been met. Terms such as « theory », « model » and « paradigm » and concepts such as « class », « mode of production » « social formation » and « economic surplus » are frequently involved, without due regard to their semantic status in theory and in practice. This has been particularly true of those approaches which have universalistic pretensions, for example, Gunder Frank’s version of the dependencia theory and Immanuel Wallerstein’s world systems analysis. The problem of reconciling universal history with local history is a vexing one, not so much analytically but mainly conceptually. Similar phenomena can be diagnosed all over the world. But the specific historical and social context in which they occur might make them hard to subsume under given general concepts, without distortion. In the social sciences, where the prospects for a meta-language are almost nil, the problem of translating from universal to vernacular3 language cannot be minimized.

    Put differently, the relationship between ideographic knowledge and nomothetic propositions is not an automatic one. This is so much so that, traditionally, a distinction had been made between ideographic and nomothetic disciplines. In the context of our impending study it is interesting to note that history and social anthropology had been identified with the former, whereas economics since the days of classical political economy had been treated as nomothetic. It was Marx who dispensed with the separation between economics and history by introducing dialectical materialism and historical materialism. Epistemologically, dialectical materialism did not recognize the division of knowledge into disciplines. It upheld not only the unity of knowledge but also the view that all scientific knowledge was reducible to finite nomothetic propositions or universal laws. In this context ideographic knowledge became a matter of detail or of so many forms which could be grasped by a single concept. Not only was this an historic challenge to positivism but was also a direct attack on the empiricist tradition within positivism. As a consequent, it is not uncommon among modem Marxists to abjure empirical studies and to treat abstract theory as superior knowledge. Yet Marx was not indifferent to specific studies, as is shown by his excitement about Morgan’s Systems of Consanguinity and Affinity of the Human Family and the studies on the Russian commune. In contrast, his work suffered from lack of ideographic knowledge about non-European societies, especially the oriental societies about which he made unwarranted assumptions.

    Of course, in theory, all Marxists vow that the only road to nomothetic propositions is through « the historically concrete ». In practice, this could mean anything from Wallerstein’s « world systems » analysis, Gunder Frank’s and Samir Amin’s « centre-periphery » trajectory, to Meillassoux’s microcosmic studies of pre-capitalist societies in Africa. While attempts at making world wide generalizations might have helped to focus our attention on certain interconnections which had been obscured by the conventional approach of treating states or nations as units of analysis, truly universal concepts in the social sciences are rare and treacherous. At best, they are like skeletons, without flesh. It is, therefore, not surprising that Wallerstein’s « world-systems » analysis has no distinct and really viable concepts. It is analogical in procedure. This has the effect of assimilating phenomena into one another and more or less ends up by affirming the old adage that « history repeats itself ». Analytically, there is nothing objectionable about the use of analogies and metaphors. The only problem is that relations which have the same logical structure seldom function the same way in different historical contexts. If « world systems » are a dialectical unity, then its moments are subject to uneven changes and their implicit contradictions to non-recurrent mutations. In the light of this, historical specificity is the only medium through which world history can become comprehensible or acquire the necessary social relevance.

    This raises questions about authenticity and interlocution which is both subjective and objective. We can all read world history but we can hardly be its universal agents in language and experience. For instance, everywhere nationalist movements seek to establish an identity other than the one ascribed to them by the world-system. In doing so they invoke vernacular language and make recourse to specific, local histories. These have to be understood in their own right in order to be decoded by any interlocutor. It is, perhaps, in this context that Gunder Frank’s and Samir Amin’s work received great resonance from the Third World. The division of the world into centre and periphery created grounds for affirming a sui generis identity for the Third World. They became effective interlocutors for Third World nationalism under conditions of imperialism. By revealing the objective negations of the imperialist « centre », they were able to affirm the unity of the underdeveloped « periphery ». But when it came to regional specificities within the Third World itself, neither Frank nor Samir Amin was readily accorded the role of intellectual plenipotentiary for the region with which he was associated. In the case of Latin America dependistas such as Sunkel, Paz, Cardoso, Dos Santos and Fuenzalida felt usurped by Frank. They believed that he had perverted their perspective which was meant to explain, not the functioning of capitalism in its imperialist stage, but rather the similarities and differences in concrete situations of « dependency » in Latin America. Their project was mainly to elaborate an « historical model » for Latin America4. In Samir Amin’s case, the Arab historians complained that he lacked detailed knowledge of the history of the region. On their part, the Africans complained that since his earlier work on Mali and the Maghreb, his writings on the rest of Africa had become impressionistic and yet he reserved the right to talk about « anything and everything authoritatively ».

    These strictures need not be interpreted as an overall rejection of the authors concerned. Writers such as Gunder Frank and Samir Amin still enjoy eminence in the Third World, if not elsewhere. But as all leaders, they are accountable. The question is : to what extent is their universalistic jargon reflective of the local « situations » or translatable into vernacular languages? Here, instances will vary, since they do not necessarily represent the same thing, methodologically. While Frank would not admit to being a Marxist of any description5, Samir Amin, on the other hand, objects to being categorized as « neo-Marxist » and portrays himself as an « undogmatic » orthodox Marxist. True enough, big methodological differences are discernible in their works. Frank had been criticized on four major grounds : his notion of unit of analysis, substitution of exchange for production relations, the veracity of his ideographic propositions about Latin America and the validity of his global generalizations about the « periphery ». On the question of what particular relations should be treated as determinate in the Third World countries, the most telling criticisms came from Laclau6. While not rejecting Frank’s idea of a world capitalist-system divisible into « core » and « periphery » economies, Laclau suggested that participation in the capitalist systems should not be confused with the realization of the capitalist mode of production itself in underdeveloped countries. He maintained that production, not exchange, relations were the only reliable criterion for judging the nature of given economies.

    Laclau’s incisive remarks were immediately followed up by a more uncompromising attack from Arrighi7. His objections to Frank were not only to the fact that he had given a determinate role to exchange instead of production relations in his study of Latin American social formations but also to the fact that in his general analysis class structure got subordinated to colonial structure. Arrighi saw this as a form of historicism which militated against dynamic analysis as well as anti-imperialist struggles, since it attributed lack of development in Third World countries to a prior and unchanging cause. He further protested that in this way differences in class-structure in various ex-colonial societies and at different stages of their development could not be grasped. He charged that, instead, in Frank’s work one is presented with an over-generalized postulate which lacks specificity both in historical time and in social content. On these grounds Arrighi was quite prepared to denounce Frank’s outlook as « deterministic-ideological ». Thereafter, many writers joined the fray, which reached its climax in the mid-seventies. The late seventies saw « the end of a debate ». Many of Frank’s followers felt that they had been led into a « cul-de-sac »8. Consequently, he was accused of « pessimism of the intellect » and « pessimism of the will »9.

    Although Frank rebutted these accusations point by point10, he never quite succeeded in giving a systematic reply to the theoretical and methodological questions that had been raised against his approach or paradigm. After about twenty books he still had no recognizable corpus body of theory and distinct concepts. If his original intention was to demolish modernization theories which were imperialistic rationalizations and to demonstrate that since the days of colonialism there had been continued transfer of « economic surplus » from the underdeveloped to the developed countries, then his critique should have developed into a veritable theory of imperialism. This would have had to take into account the fact that there had been theories of imperialism before and that the « unequal exchange » which became so central in his work had already been identified by his predecessors in the Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLA). What might have proved an advantage to him is that the ECLA writers had not theorized the problem beyond neoclassical theories of growth as is implicit in his own distinction between « old » and « new » dependencia11. Second is the fact that existing theories of imperialism had been written from the point of the advanced countries, as is once again implied in his article « Real Marxism is Marxist Realism »12. Indeed, part of Frank’s popularity derived from the fact that he wrote from the point of view of the underdeveloped countries. This gestalt shift actually produced a new paradigm whose historical significance should not be overlooked.

    In our view, Frank’s important paradigm collapsed within half a generation essentially because of lack of a new theory and new concepts to sustain it. Metaphors such as « development of underdevelopment », « metropolis »/« satellite », « lumpen bourgeoisie », « lumpen development », anecdotes and ad hominem polemics, once they had lost their initial appeal, were bound to rebounce because analytically they had very little value. First, imperialism is still thoroughly comprehensible in terms of exploitation of local labour by international capital, and not as a relationship between « proletariat » and imperialist nations. Second, while imperialist countries can be treated as identical, imperialism itself is a dynamic and highly adaptable phenomenon whose different stages are a problem of analysis and revolutionary strategy, and not of status ante arguments and fatalism. Third, while collectively victims of imperialism, underdeveloped countries vary greatly in class-structure and social age. Therefore, their terms of participation in the capitalist system vary accordingly. Recognition of this fact and emphasis on the political dimension of imperialism or anti-imperialism, as against the economistic or ethnocentric classical theories of imperialism which assumed that one way or the other underdeveloped countries would always play second fiddle to the advanced countries, would have been an important corrective.

    For instance, Lenin assumed that revolutionary success in ex-colonial countries was contingent on the victory of the proletariat in the advanced capitalist countries. The Fourth International went so far as to deny the possibility of socialist revolution in backward countries in which the peasantry predominated. This presupposed the development of capitalism and the formation of an industrial proletariat, as happened in Europe. The implication was that underdeveloped countries were incapable of independent economic or political initiatives. Frank committed the same error by ascribing a passive role to underdeveloped countries which is determined by their dependence on the metropolitan countries. This leads to an underestimation of the anti-imperialist struggles in the Third World and the combative spirit of, at least, certain classes and fractions there. For that matter, « dependency » is not a country to country relation but rather a class relation. It is only certain classes in underdeveloped countries which get transnationalized and accept dependence because of the immediate gains they derive from it. Therefore, an analysis of the evolving class-structures in underdeveloped countries is of critical importance, theoretically and strategically. Frank’s generalized category, « satellite », while asserting a certain unity at the universal level was ill-equipped to bring this out even for the specific region of Latin America.

    The point here is that, while regions set certain socio-historical parameters, the analytical value of this is not fully realized until we have a deep appreciation of internal variations. Insistence on historical specificity is not a refusal to be analytically universal. It is one way of ensuring reliability and sensitivity of analytical tools in as much as it sets the range of their applicability. This is one of the lessons offered by the French Annales, the most successful school of social history. Comparative studies across regions must be more than analogies. They must be informed by local history. If the questions that are being raised are the same, regional specializations can only be an asset, seeing that as individual scholars we cannot hope to command the vernaculars and histories of all peoples of the world. These can be deciphered only through authentic local interlocutors. This is consistent with struggles for national or regional liberation, with calls for the indigenization of the social sciences and with the rejection of homogenization of all social existence under the pretext of « universalism ». This is, perhaps, what the dependencia approach was meant to promote in Latin America before it was « perverted » by Frank, as is alleged by its originators.

    In the last decade and a half we have seen similar efforts in the Indian sub-continent which culminated in what became known as the « Indian Debate ». No particular paradigm has emerged from the Indian subcontinent, but very few are unaware of what concepts do not fit the complexity of the region. All these regional experiences or perspectives have universal implications in so far as they enhance our intellectual awareness by drawing our attention to the unfamiliar. Whatever parallels or distinctions are drawn from them are less likely to be a misinterpretation or an insensitive imposition. Traditional notions about generalizations being the hallmark of science make it difficult to accord the same status to dissimilarities as to similarities. Yet, it is apparent that dissimilarities in contemporary societies might facilitate our intellectual development by providing us simultaneously with a variety of social laboratories. For instance, Europe, which has for the last three hundred years looked upon technology as the solution to all problems, can at this juncture answer conclusively the question of what is the relationship between social development and technological development. Asia, which has had experience with large-scale societies which were able to reproduce themselves over a long period, without developing private property or accumulation of capital stocks, might give us better clues about socialist organization than advanced capitalism. Despite Marx, it cannot be purely accidental that the only popular socialist revolutions the world has seen so far took place there. For those who think in terms of institutions and culture, Latin America which, like North America, was a locus of transfer of European institutions and culture, became a perfect example of a counter theory to modernization theories which was of benefit to the other underdeveloped regions as well. In a world which is dominated by classical theories of agrarian societies and definitions of « peasants », Africa holds good prospects for transforming all such theories or definitions.

    It is with this conviction that the present study is undertaken. As such, its main objective is a methodological and theoretical review of what had gone on before in African studies. At its most general level, it is a critical comment on the increasing separation between nomothetic propositions and ideographic knowledge. This has been manifest especially among the left. Although no absolute statements can be made, « world-systems » analysis and « centre »/« periphery » global suppositions suffered to varying extents from this tendency. Lack of clear units of analysis led to excessive use of analogies and metaphors, instead of rigourously defined concepts. At the intermediate level, the study is a comment on how particular disciplines such as anthropology, history and economics in Africa, by engaging in atomistic studies, failed to see the trees for the wood. While their concepts were often rigourously defined, they were so narrow and overlaiden with alien presuppositions that they failed to capture the totality of the social existence of the communities under study. Our prime example is the concept of « tribe ». Were all African social formations « tribal »? Was the history of Africa necessarily a history of « tribes »? Was there something called « tribal economy » or « communal property » in land in Africa? Rank empiricism, like universalism, can lead to very serious misconceptions or distortions.

    At its most fundamental level the study aims at reconceptualizing a number of social phenomena and social relations in black Africa which had been looked upon in certain ways, largely by non-Africans. The intention is to show that most of these had been misconceptions which are attributable to an inarticulation between universal language, as is employed in the social sciences and derived from European historical experience, and vernacular, as is experienced and understood by the Africans themselves. As we see it, what is at issue is the authenticity of social science texts. Our belief is that in the social sciences there are no texts, without a historical context. Therefore, in order to be able to decode certain texts, the interlocutor must have a deep understanding of their historical context. The argument here is not that social formations are determined by the ethnographies which accompany them but that ethnographies provide codes for conduct, social classification and ideological reproduction. The same class category need not behave the same everywhere in the world. African entrepreneurs might forgo opportunities to maximize value in favour of kinship considerations or leisure. In Buganda landlord-chiefs found greater value in political followers than in servile labour. For evaluating prospects for development, all these reflexes are relevant and valid, which is not to say they are objective. It is important to bear in mind that vernaculars, like all languages, are capable of illumination as well as mystification. Appreciation of what is involved contextually is what saves the analyst from being misled. In decoding vernaculars it is not as if we are reading off what is self-evident. This is the precise fault of both the empiricists and self-styled universalists. « Decoding » normally means expert translation from an obscure language into a more intelligible one. Therefore, in insisting on the comprehension of the vernaculars, we are not proposing to jettison the more general social scientific language. Our only demand is that it be informed by local expertise and, thus, endowed with greater validity and objectivity. From the point of view of social theory, this involves a process of sifting, discarding and recasting.

    Among those who have been concerned to develop radical social theory in Africa and elsewhere, Samir Amin has carved a special position for himself. While he cannot be recommended for his disregard for detail and intellectual impetuosity which issues in bold and often metaphorical assertions, he is certainly to be commended for his critical intellect and ceaseless quest for new meanings. Notwithstanding the fact that most of these meanings had not been substantive but largely logico-deductive, they required of him greater rigour than is found among his associates such as Frank and Wallerstein. Here, we have in mind his work on dialectics, modes of production and social formations. These have been used in the present study as a point of departure. In that sense the study is a critique as well as an appreciation of Samir Amin’s work in this particular domain. This is especially true of his « tributary mode of production », his concept of « social formation » and particular version of historical materialism, pertaining to « necessary » stages of development. It is also an indirect intervention in the polemics he has had with French Marxist anthropologists such as Godelier and Meillassoux. It would seem that irrespective of whatever prejudices Samir Amin might have against anthropologists, researchers such as Meillassoux and his followers must be taken seriously. Their work is the best attempt thus far to reconcile Marxist analytical categories with vernaculars in pre-capitalist societies. Their deep ideographic knowledge, far from diminishing their capacity to produce nomothetic propositions, has helped them to generate new concepts, without being eclectic. Indeed, part of our inspiration is drawn from Meillassoux’s work which marks a radical departure from traditional anthropology, as will be seen in the main text.

    Although the title of the book refers to African social formations, in actuality the book deals with the interlacustrine kingdoms in East Africa, an area in which I did field work in the mid-1960s and in which I lived in the early 1970s. The only reason for the more general allusion to Africa is that the questions dealt with in the interlacustrine kingdoms are believed to be applicable to the different regions of sub-Saharan Africa. It is also an expression of a desire for similar work to be done in these other regions so as to confirm or refute our suppositions. Even so, we have been very careful not to generalize our findings beyond confirmed cases. We have, thus, left room for unexplored theoretical possibilities, especially in West Africa - a most complex and fascinating region in black Africa.

    The main text of the book is divided into five chapters (II-VI). Chapter II deals with broader questions about ethnography, which have nothing to do with « ethnic » or « tribal » identities. It is argued that this approach opens up new possibilities which had been denied by classical anthropology. Secondly, it attempts to redefine the concept of social formation, with the intention of negating the definition adopted by Samir Amin and other « articulation » theorists. Chapter III deals with modes of political organization. Latter-day political economists and orthodox Marxists might object to the separation of politics from economics. But after due consideration based on material evidence we came to the conclusion that the relationship between modes of political organization and modes of economic production is not absolute but relative. The interlacustrine kingdoms exhibited the same mode of production but were at different stages of centralization of political power. In Chapter IV, which deals with economic organization, it is apparent that the politics of pastoralism manifested themselves in a slightly different from that in the agricultural kingdoms. But the most important point about Chapter IV is the absence of property and labour-relations in what is presumably class societies. This forces questions on us about what is meant by « class » in different contexts. Chapter V deals with the problem of modes of production and is concerned in particular to test Samir Amin’s suggestive concept of « tributary mode of production ». Chapter VI is largely a reflection on the findings of the study and leads to the necessary modifications and eliminations. As its title suggests, it is slightly speculative or contemplative. The opportunity for checking some of the hunches developed in the study is provided in Chapter VII, which deals with the reaction to colonialism in Buganda and its after-effects. This raises questions about underdevelopment and the historical necessity of capitalism or socialism in ex-colonial countries.

    Finally, it is important to note that this study is not meant to be definitive but rather exploratory. It is a search for new definitions of African social formations. In order to arrive at this, a re-evaluation of pre-existing paradigms became essential. This entailed treating certain classical paradigms as standard or representative. In other words, individual variations were seen as detail within given paradigms. Consistent with this, the review of the literature is not exhaustive and had not been intended to be so as to facilitate and to concentrate the effort to overthrow particular paradigms. In this regard the genre of texts is more important than their volume. Likewise, refinements within the same pervasive paradigms have not been allowed to detract from the fundamental objective of the study, namely, to overthrow the paradigms themselves.
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    The ethnography and social formations of the interlacustrine

    Some years ago it would have been inconceivable to think of the ethnography of the various peoples inhabiting the interlacustrine region in the singular. Traditional anthropology thrived on unravelling ethnographic details and peculiarities of particular tribes or peoples. Originally the term ethnography, as attested to by the English dictionary referred to « the scientific description of races of men ». It was, therefore, barely distinguishable from ethnology which was thought of as a « science of races and their relation to one another and characteristics ». The idea of human varieties and their possible classification is revealing. But it is fair to point out that in its modem usage the term, « ethnography », has a stronger social and cultural referent than a racial one. The major pre-occupation of the modem ethnographers is to isolate detailed patterns of social and cultural organization of given peoples or communities. Even so, the intention to establish taxonomic categories persists.

    Although once very popular in anthropological literature, taxonomic classifications are rather a primitive, if natural, way of comprehending the world. Not only do they introduce discontinuities where none exist, but also mistake forms for processes. As a reaction against this, it would be silly to suppose that different forms might not connote different processes or qualities. The crux of the matter is how to conceptualize differences or similarities in quality, without being distracted by variations in form. In this context it is noteworthy that it was precisely the similarity in form among the interlacustrine kingdoms which struck anthropologists most rather than the ethnographic unity of the people who constituted themselves into such kingdoms. There was thus an apparent contradiction between unity of forms and ethnographic diversity which led to unnecessary speculation and controversies verging on racism.

    Anthropologists and explorers alike identified a number of tribes in the interlacustrine region. To assert ethnographic unity in the face of such diversity of tribes is, thus, a contradiction in terms. But what is at stake is precisely the revision of these terms. First, it may be posited that ethnography is the study of a complex of socio-cultural relationships which can manifest themselves in a variety of forms, without losing their basic unity. It must be stressed that ethnography has nothing to do with race or ethnic origin but rather with learnt habits. First and foremost among these is language, which is the medium for social and cultural creativity. This perspective fits the interlacustrine people perfectly. As Audrey Richards testifies :

    These peoples of Uganda, Tanganyika and Rwanda-Urundi are linguistically akin. Luganda and Lusoga fall into one group, while Runyoro, Rutoro, Luhaya and Luzinza form a second, and the languages of the Rwanda, Rundi and Ha fall into a third1.

    However, she submits that « these tribes were initially grouped together ... on basis of their political organization »2, namely, centralized kingdoms.

    In the last statement we witness the usual conflation by anthropologists between « tribe » and linguistic group. Nevertheless, if the term « tribe » refers to a specific form of political organization, then ethnographic evidence from Africa indicates that this need not coincide with linguistic boundaries. People who speak the same language may be divided into a number of independent chiefdoms or tribes. In the interlacustrine region we have examples of this, as is acknowledged in the introduction to East African Chiefs :

    Others (tribal systems) were multi-kingdom tribes, composed, that is, of a series of small principalities, each with its own hereditary ruler. Busoga, Buhaya, Buzinza and Busukuma were of this type....3.

    Conventional anthropologists such as Audrey Richards and her collaborators were not equipped to deal with the theoretical implications of such an historical reality. Hence, they were reduced to employing such ambiguous characterizations as « multi-kingdom tribes ». On the reverse side, there are cases such as Bunyoro, Ankole, Rwanda and Burundi where unitary kingdoms flourished, despite apparent ethnographic diversity. The latter appears to be so only because anthropologists often associated ethnography with particular ethnic groups. Thus, the co-existence of the Bairu and Bahima in Bunyoro and Ankole or of the Bahutu and Batutsi in Rwanda and Burundi constituted something of an anomaly. This was in spite of the fact that in all four cases the founding peoples produced an interesting socio-cultural amalgam.

    We have asserted that ethnography is independent of race or ethnic origin. Here, there are two main points at issue. First, it is conceivable that the same people can in different epochs be subjects of different ethnographies. In the event they might be referred to by different names. Second and most important for our purposes, is the possibility that, owing to circular migration within a given area, the same generic stock and within the same epoch might account for ethnographic variation. This might be a result of adaptation to varied ecological conditions or contact with other peoples. As will be adduced later, the interlacustrine Bantu-speakers, who are known by different tribal names and who belonged to distinct political entities at particular times, are a case in point. Even the distinctness of such entities should not be exaggerated, as they were all subject to continual processes of fusion and fission which made them more than bounded tribal units. The idea of cultural continuity and reproduction of the same political model on a limited or expanded scale is suggestive. Seen in its historical context it means that the interlacustrine peoples had ceased to see themselves as only isolated, kin-based groups. Indeed, since the rise of Bunyoro-Kitara in the 15th century, the history of the region is but one of ruling dynasties, seeking to impose their authority over wider and wider areas often inhabited by people whose culture, language and modes of social organization were not dissimilar (see below). This observation has far-reaching theoretical implications, among which is the question of what is meant by « society » and how its boundaries are determined.

    This brings us face to face with our second chosen concept, social formation. Conventional anthropologists or ethnographers habitually talk about societies not only as self-evident units but also as bounded systems. In their case ethnography largely coincides with « society ». In contrast, Marxists have long rejected the concept of « society » as unscientific or ideological and have substituted, instead, the concept of « social formation », which has been given a new currency by Balibar’s work. As Balibar puts it :

    ... the term « social formation » which Marx uses, may be either an empirical concept designating the object of a concrete analysis, i.e., an existence... or else an abstract concept replacing the ideological notion of « society » and designating the object of the science of history in so far as it is a totality of instances articulated on the basis of a determinate mode of production4.

    Balibar’s first definition has been used with reference to black Africa by writers such as Samir Amin and Rey. For Amin,

    ... social formations are concrete structures, organized and characterized by a dominant mode of production which forms the apex of a complex set of subordinate modes of production5.

    Here, we encounter the beginnings of the so-called theory of « articulation of modes of production », which got fuller expression in Rey’s work6. In his definition Rey emphasized not only the articulation between modes of production but also the combat between them and all the confrontations and alliances it implies. It would be inappropriate at this stage to enter into a detailed discussion of these definitions, but it should suffice to note that they are an important point of departure for those who use the concept of « social formation ».

    Accordingly, it is our intention in the present study to check the empirical and theoretical validity of these definitions. Our working hypothesis is that social formations refer to something other than articulation of modes of productions. The main reason for this pre-supposition is that, if social formations are concrete structures or articulations, then they cannot have modes of production, which are by general consensus abstract, as their constituent elements. In its concrete form the economic instance is comprehended only at the level of production, and not at the level of abstract, synthetic concepts. Likewise, in its concrete form the combat or class struggle between representatives of competing modes of production referred to by Rey is grasped only at the level of social relations and their reproduction. This may be referred to as the instance of power which guarantees social reproduction through political struggles and ideological affirmations. In our view, it is the articulation between the economic instance and the instance of power which comprises the social formation of any society. Not only is this concrete in its reference and exhaustive of all forms of social discourse (praxis), but it is also universal in its application. The weakness of Rey’s definition was that it did not apply to societies with a single mode of production such as the United States. Samir Amin’s conception suffered from the same weakness as well as from a certain illogicality in so far as it derived concreteness from an articulation of abstract modes of production which, as Balibar warns, are not to be confused with historical instances or real existence. Both the value of Balibar’s injunction and the significance of our notion of ethnography and social formation can best be illustrated by a concrete analysis of the history of the interlacustrine peoples.

    The interlacustrine region and its peoples

    The interlacustrine region, as the term implies, is an area which is encircled by the great East African lakes of Victoria, Kyoga, Albert, Tanganyika, George, Edward and Kivu. These marked out a particular ecological zone, which is limited in the west by the Central African rift valley from Lake Tanganyika to Lake Albert, in the north and east by lakes Kyoga and Victoria, and in the south by a line running westwards from Lake Victoria to the Malagarasi River. Within this vast area of about .............. square kilometres lived Bantu-speakers who were divided into ten main kingdoms - Bunyoro, Toro, Buganda, Busoga, Ankore, Buha, Buhaya, Buzinza, Rwanda and Burundi. In terms of political organization the only exceptions were Bwamba, Rwenjura and Kigezi which had been described by anthropologists as segmentary or acephalous societies due to their lack of centralization. Ethnographically, it is important to note that lineages, to which the term segmentary refers, persisted as a form of political organization at the local level even in the centralized kingdoms. It is apparent therefore that all these societies were in transition from one form of political organization to another. The anthropological dichotomy between acephalous and centralized « states » tended to obscure this historical process.

    Nor should this be viewed in an evolutionary way. All segmentary societies in the region were not destined to become centralized kingdoms but rather were exposed to centralizing tendencies. This was the case in Bunyoro-Kitara, Ankore, Buhaya and Rwanda where the original, decentralized, agricultural communities were imposed upon by empire-building pastoralists who came from outside. For this to happen, the empire-builders need not have come from outside as is exemplified by the case of Buganda, Busoga and all the other Bantu kingdoms, stretching from the Congo through Zambia, Zimbabwe and down to South Africa. The rise of certain clans and lineages to political eminence and their establishment as royal clans and ruling dynasties is more characteristic of the Bantu-speakers from at least the 15th century onwards than anything else. In fact, most of the anthropological studies on kingdoms come from this part of Africa. Secondly, pastoralism is common among those Bantu-speaking communities which settled in tsetse-free zones. Therefore, the distinction between pastoralist invaders and native agriculturalists is, historically, not diagnostic. Furthermore, the so-called Hamitic pastoralists of the north were, historically, the epitome of segmentary societies. The acephalous societies of the anthropologist referred to them almost without exception7. The question of why and how in moving south they, all of a sudden, became founders of powerful kingdoms has to be explained, sociologically and not racially. In passing it is worth noting that, though speculation about their origin went as far afield as pre-dynastic Egypt which was not pastoralist anyway, the long-horn cattle which are associated with the Huma/Hima pastoralists are found not only in southern Somalia and Ethiopia but also in the north of Sierra Leone, along River Niger and as far south as Namibia. Therefore, neither the geographical distribution of the cattle nor the supposed racial origins of the pastoralists gives us any clues as to the rise of kingdoms in the interlacustrine region.

    The interlacustrine social formations

    As has been mentioned, by the end of the 19th century the people of the interlacustrine region were divided into ten main kingdoms and three segmentary societies. They all spoke Bantu languages. The kingdoms, though ruled by dynasties of supposedly different ethnic origins, bore great resemblance to one another in their constitutions. However, some consisted of an admixture of peoples, for example, Bunyoro, Ankore, Rwanda, Buhaya, Buha and Buzinza, whereas some showed great homogeneity, for example, Buganda and Busoga. This has given rise to a problem of class and caste in the interlacustrine social formations. From the point of view of political economy, class and caste are relative terms. But from the point of view of ethnography, they might not be. Therefore, there is a point to prove in our analysis of the processes of state-formation among the interlacustrians. Chronologically, it would appear that the kingdoms that exhibited caste formations were earlier, whereas those which exhibited mainly class were later. Whether this is a coincidence or the logic of historical development is a matter which should await further investigation. For the time being, we propose to start with the heterogeneous formations.

    Heterogeneous formations

    There are obvious affinities and resemblances among the heterogeneous formations of Bunyoro, Ankore, Rwanda, Burundi, Buhaya, Buha and Buzinza. But any attempt to evolve an ordered history of the rise of these kingdoms meets with difficulties at every turn. First, the early history of these societies, which is unrecorded, is shrouded in mystery and legend. The early recorded accounts by European explorers and ethnologists such as Speke, Baker and Roscoe often substituted fantasy for facts, largely because of lack of respect for indigenous oral historians. In the other direction oral traditions on which anthropologists and post-independence nationalist historians rely often resort to hero-worshipping as a claim to fame and antiquity. This is apparent in the work of the present generation of Ugandan historians such as Kiwanuka8 and Karugire9. Yet, if critique is the objective of our inquiry, it must be an impartial one. More specific references are made in the next section of this chapter.

    It is evident that the first known processes of political centralization occurred in Bunyoro. Using genealogical charts of ruling dynasties and other known episodes, this falls somewhere in the 15th century. The actual date is immaterial as the social age of a society has very little to do with chronology. In their oral traditions the Banyoro acknowledge three ruling dynasties : first, the shadowy Tembuzi, then, the mysterious Chwezi hero-gods and, finally, the Babito to whom the modem Bunyoro monarchs trace their descent. The big puzzle here is that there is no mention of the Bahuma (Bahima elsewhere in the region) dynasty and none of the authorities who took the traditional Bunyoro version at its face value are able to fit the Bahuma into this scheme of things. They merely refer to the existence of a Bahuma aristocracy which is believed to be of « Hamitic » origin by virtue of its physical appearance. The following passage form Beattie’s book is typical and has been uncritically received by a number of writers on Bunyoro :

    Throughout this region the pastoral Hima invaders (called Huma in Bunyoro) assumed the role of overlords, dominating the indigenous Iru, or peasant peoples, who form the governed majority. But for Bunyoro this is an oversimplification. Although the cattle-herding Huma have always regarded themselves as superior to Iru, in Bunyoro the matter was complicated many generations ago by the arrival from the north of the Nile of a third element, the Bito, whose affinities are with the non-Bantu Acholi and Alur of present-day Uganda. These darker-skinned « Nilotic » invaders took over the Nyoro Kingship from an earlier dynasty, and the present Mukama claims to be the twenty-sixth Bito king. Much of the prestige and authority associated in the more southerly kingdoms of the region with the Hima attaches in Bunyoro to the Bito...10.

    As will be noticed, Beattie does not specify from which dynasty the darker-skinned « Nilotic » invaders took over the Bunyoro kingship. But, instead, he slides into the same position as the present kings of Bunyoro. The only way we can credit the story of three dynasties in the history of Bunyoro is to suppose that it was the Chwezi kings who were chased out by the Babito invaders. If we assume, as we must, that the Bachwezi were part of the Bahuma invasion, then everything would be thrown into relief and they would cease being so mysterious. In being driven out of Bunyoro the Bahuma dynastic pastoralists would have been inclined in a south-westerly direction where ecological conditions are ideal for cattle-herding. In the event their reappearance as conquering Bahima herders in Ankore, Rwanda and Burundi, and spreading across to Buhaya, Buha and Buzinza becomes explicable. This also fixes their movements in time. If their date of arrival in Bunyoro falls somewhere in the 15th century and they remained in the area for a « few generations », then most of the southward-bound movement must have occurred during the 16th century. Using names of actual known kings of Rwanda, (thirty-one generations), Maquet reaches the same conclusion11.

    There is one more puzzle to solve. Oral traditions from Bunyoro are utterly ambiguous on the question of the origins of the Bachwezi. One account gives the distinct impression that the Bachwezi kings were a result of ascendancy from within, for Ndahura, the first Muchwezi king, usurped his grandfather Bukuku’s throne, - a commoner who fortuitously fell into power and whose daughter, Nyinamwiru, unknown to him, had been cohabiting with the son of the former king to beget Ndahura. Putting aside the convulsions of the story, what is clear is that it denotes the ascendancy to power from among the original Bairu inhabitants. Indeed, the name « Nyinamwiru » means mother of Mwiru (singular of Bairu).

    In contradistinction, the Bachwezi are said to have come from very far away. If they are the ancestors of the present Bahuma, then their somatic type will confirm the latter story and make nonsense of the first. Secondly, if the original inhabitants were agriculturalists, then we have to explain the introduction of cattle-herding which became so predominant among the rulers of Bunyoro. It could be easily assumed that they came with the Babito. But then how would we explain the existence of the Bahuma pastoralists further south in Ankore, Burundi and Rwanda where the Babito invaders did not go and the presence of a light-brown, presumably half « Hamitic » stock in Bunyoro and Toro? The obvious solution would be to discount the likelihood of the ascendancy of the original agriculturalists to royalty in Bunyoro. In the circumstances the introduction of pastoralism as an elite pursuit must be attributed to the « Hamitic » invaders who, probably, migrated from south-eastern Ethiopia and southern Somalia with their long-homed cattle.

    This does not mark the end of unsolved puzzles about the early history of Bunyoro. While it is generally agreed that, whoever the Bachwezi were, they were definitely succeeded by the darker-skinned Luo-speakers from north of the Nile, the Banyoro oral traditions do not associate the latter with pastoralism either. Beattie reports that :

    When the Bito first arrived in Bunyoro, they seemed strange and uncouth to the inhabitants... they had to be instructed in the manners appropriate to rulers; at first they were ignorant of such important matters as cattle keeping and milk drinking. But gradually Rukidi assumed the values and manners proper to the heir of the pastoral rulers of the earlier dynasties. So began the reign of the powerful dynasty Bito which has lasted up to the present12.

    How so? The Luo-speakers are by tradition pastoralists. It is unlikely that they were ignorant of cattle-keeping. But it is most likely that they were ignorant of the kingship institutions which in Bunyoro centred on sacred herds and a milk diet for the kings. This is not surprising if it is recalled that, historically, the Luo-speakers are not associated with kingship but rather with lineage organization. Neither are the « Hamitic » pastoralists associated with kingdoms. The question then is : why are both groups of pastoralists supposed to have established kingdoms on entering the interlacustrine region?

    At least, three basic considerations can be entertained here. First, for the purposes of state-formation, a settled population is necessary for both production and for raising revenues. In Bunyoro and elsewhere in the interlacustrine region the Bairu agriculturalists met this condition.

    Secondly, it is apparent that while land was over-abundant among the agriculturalists, cattle were not. In fact, once introduced, the cattle became a prestige good par excellence and became surrounded with all sorts of royal rituals. In Bunyoro there were sacred royal herds which provided milk for the king. Who ever had large herds of cattle was assured of an elevated social status. In this respect the Luo cattle-herders had an advantage over the Bairu cultivators. Thirdly, the mystique and prestige attached to cattle were enough to give the pastoralists a privileged position. If so, they did not have to conquer the cultivators but merely to exploit their sensibilities. Indeed, the Bachwezi became the hero-gods of the Banyoro. It is not unusual in African oral traditions for those who brought with them valued assets, be they cattle, fire or iron, to be endowed with god-like attributes. From this combination of objective and subjective factors, it would not be unreasonable to suggest that neither the Bairu nor the pastoral immigrants take credit for the development of kingship in Bunyoro. It was rather the dialectical interaction between the two. The Bairu provided the agricultural base and services and the pastoralists, relieved of any onerous duties but in control of prestige goods, indulged themselves, turned the latter into a mechanism for political control and ritual mystification. This phenomenon, involving the same social categories, got repeated in five other kingdoms in the interlacustrine region - Ankore, Burundi, Rwanda, Buhaya and Buzinza. We encounter here an integration of the economic instance with the instance of political power, despite the co-existence of two distinct modes of existence - pastoralism in the hands of the Bahuma and agriculture in the hands of the Bairu. This is no mere division of labour or mixed farming, as we are accustomed to among the Bantu-speakers farther south13. Individuals might have crossed political boundaries, as Beattie assures us14, but this did not represent an assimilation of one mode of existence into the other. The two modes provided a basis for status as well as class distinctions. It would be convenient to regard this as a transient phenomenon. But such facile suppositions are contradicted by the case of Ankore, Burundi and Rwanda, where it persisted for centuries.

    As is well-known, on reaching Bunyoro the Bahuma did not give up altogether their nomadic pastoralism. Some continued in a south-westerly direction and established themselves as overlords in Ankore, Rwanda and Burundi, where they are known as Bahima and Batutsi, respectively. Once again, they imposed themselves on Bantu-speaking agriculturalists, the Bairu in Ankore and the Bahutu in Burundi and Rwanda. As roving bands in foreign territory, the Bahuma must have been prepared for the worst, militarily. Yet, there is no evidence that they established their political supremacy through military conquest. Maquet, a keen ethnographer of Rwandan affairs, is of the opinion that :

    As the Tutsi migration seems to have been gradual and peaceful, an infiltration rather than a conquest, it is probable that at the beginning their cattle grazed on the unoccupied grasslands. But the population increased as more Tutsi kept on entering the country and more land had to be tilled to feed them. Cattle were also increasing and the Hutu had to move from the most fertile soil,... This process must have been in operation for a few centuries to produce the situation as we know it now15.

    This is contrary to the usual conquest story. As in Bunyoro, land was plentiful in the areas of migration of the Bahima. To satisfy their grazing needs, they did not, initially, have to encroach on occupied land. Even more important than this is the fact that the original inhabitants in Rwanda did not have a sense of territory in the political meaning but rather of usufruct rights in an unbounded area. Maquet comes closest to it when he states that :

    The Rwanda did not conceive of ownership as a private and exclusive right to the various uses to which a thing may be submitted. They regarded each of the uses as the object of a particular right16.

    Here, Maquet confuses the issue by introducing the concept of « ownership » at all. The concept of « usufruct rights » is probably what the nomads and the agriculturalists had in common and suited both, as long as they were not pressing on each other. This principle might be true of all segmentary societies, as will be argued later : one lineage is as good and as free as another. If at the beginning neither the agriculturalists nor the nomads were unduly worried about the presence of the other, this must have created grounds for a slow and unforced interaction. In this interaction the pastoralists had the monopoly of prestige goods in the form of cattle and of para-military organization. Above all, as immigrants from Bunyoro, they must have had notions about centralization of power. Therefore, if the Bahutu cultivators contributed, materially, to the rise of the state in Rwanda and Ankore, their fate as a subordinate category was already sealed. This is consistent with pur general argument that Bunyoro by its early rise provided a model for as well as a challenge to the other peoples in the region.

    The Bahima in Ankole, Burundi and Rwanda were not only the descendants of Bahuma in Bunyoro but also their social successors in the historical sense. As Stenning remarks :

    In common with the Nyoro, Toro and some Rwanda, Nyankole trace the descent of their kings from the mythical Chwezi and particularly the king, Ndahura, who ruled the vast kingdom of Kitara. Ndahura’s sons were put to govern different parts of the kingdom, and the ruler of what became Ankole was Wamala...17.

    If at the beginning the Bairu and Bahima were not bound by any common political system but were governed by the heads of their lineages, they could have done so only because Ankore was a province of Bunyoro. Although none of the authorities on Ankore is able to say at what point Ankore became independent of Bunyoro, it is obvious that Ankore could not have asserted its independence against Bunyoro, without a centralized political authority with a creditable military capability. Objectively, the Bahima were the best placed section of the populace to fulfil this role. However, they could not have done so without securing their rear. Their territorial responsibilities necessarily meant hegemonic power from within. Whatever else might be said in mitigation, the Bairu were the objects of such power.

    Confirmation of this point comes from several sources. Stenning, while acknowledging the possibility of a symbiotic relationship in the early stages between the Bairu and Bahima, observes that at a certain stage :

    Differential legal and political statuses of Iru and Hima were associated with relationships pertaining to the latter’s state organization. With the growth of central organization, the exchange between Hima and Iru became not only that of commodity for commodity, but of goods for services. Iru furnished tribute... to the Hima state in exchange for military protection by Hima warriors18.

    Similar observations have been made by writers such as Audrey Richards and Beattie19. The fact seems to be incontestable. In a more recent study Doombos expresses himself in a similar vein :

    The division between Bairu and Bahima doubtless constituted the single most important feature of the socio-political structure of Nkore. Put in its briefest form, the division basically rested on three overlapping criteria, differential occupation, status and ethnicity. The Nkore political elite was drawn almost exclusively from the Bahima segment of the population, whereas the Bairu stood largely outside direct political involvements in the state system and in a variety of areas enjoyed lesser rights and privileges in their contacts with the Bahima20.

    What is missing in these statements is an account of the factors behind such developments. Here, are we dealing with politics of conquest or gradual usurpation of power by the Bahima, facilitated by a particular social division of labour? We can only speculate.

    The « disappearance » or flight of the Bachwezi from Bunyoro marked drastic changes in their political fortunes. Having left under pressure from another political force, their descendants, the Bahima (if our hypothesis is correct), must have come to guard their independence in the countries of their immigration with jealousy. This is particularly true, if the Bunyoro-Kitara empire was the creation of the Babito who presumably kicked out the forebears of the Bahima. Be it noted that there is no general agreement on this point. Some writers such as Stenning21 associate Bunyoro-Kitara with the reign of the Bachwezi kings such as Ndahura, while others such as Beattie22 link it with the advent of the Babito dynasty. However, all are agreed that Bunyoro-Kitara was a vast empire, stretching as far south as Buhaya and Rwanda in the south-west. It is unlikely that rulers who were able to maintain such a vast empire would have been ousted from power without struggle. From Stenning’s testimony we hear that as late as the 18th century Bunyoro forces carried out raids as far south as Ankore and Rwanda : In his words :

    The latter (Ntare, king of Ankore) had his revenge when the forces of Bunyoro, returning from a raid in Rwanda, were decimated by Ntare and his warriors. From this event Kaaro-Karung23 became known as Nkore24.

    From this and other accounts, it is apparent that Bunyoro was trying to assert her authority, but was being challenged by a number of her far-flung tributaries.

    It can, therefore, be postulated that the development of the Bahima states in the south was largely a reaction against the hegemony of Bunyoro. This would seem self-evident, despite the fact that some historians such as Karugire are inclined to think that the interlacustrine kingdoms arose as a « defensive mechanism » against the Luo advances from the north. Anthropologically and historically, it is important to note that it was not the Luo who were advancing south. It was rather the Bahuma from Bunyoro, who had not only lost their original language but had also assimilated Bairu culture and « blood », as Beattie is careful to point out. It must be acknowledged that the historical significance of Bunyoro lies in the fact that it initiated the process of centralization of political power in the region through a synthesis of diverse elements. Its empire-building activities meant a progressive dissociation not only between kinship and polity, but also between ethnicity and polity. Different people could and did live under the same political authority in the majority of the interlacustrine states.

    Secondly, far from establishing a well-integrated empire, Bunyoro was spawning new kingdoms. As Beattie warns us, despite the general acknowledgement of the suzerainty of Bunyoro over a very wide area,

    It would be a mistake to picture the whole as an orderly and well-administered political unit. There were frequent revolts sometimes led by dissident « princes », members of the royal Bito clan ...25.

    Thirdly, all historical evidence points to the fact that the crucible from which the Bahima fanned out, once they had entered the interlacustrine region, was Bunyoro. Consequently, the various Bahima dynasties in the region trace their descent to the founding dynasty in Bunyoro. The case for the south-western kingdoms of Ankole, Rwanda and Burundi is more or less settled. Now, it remains for us to turn to the other heterogeneous kingdoms which were not necessarily ruled by Bahima dynasties.

    A cursory glance at the south eastern kingdoms of Buhaya, Buzinza and Buha would seem to confirm the argument that Bunyoro was the fountain from which sprang the various interlacustrine kingdoms. In Buhaya the most important ruling dynasty belonged to the Bahinda clan which, according to oral traditions, was an offshoot of the Babito of Bunyoro. It is believed that Ruhinda, the founder of the dynasty, was a son of the king of Bunyoro. According to legend, he travelled south along Lake Victoria, conquering as he went. Of relevance to us is the fact that his military escapades were distinct from those of the Bahima, some of whose herdsmen wandered to Buhaya, but did not found any kingdom. Consequently, by the 19th century Buhaya constituted a three-tiered society - the ruling Bahinda dynasty, the Bahima pastoralists plus the Bahinda who did not belong to the royal clan, and the Bairu agriculturalists. Since endogamy was limited only to the Bahinda dynasty, intermarriage was quite permissible among the non-royal Bahinda, Bahima and even Bairu clans, hence Cory’s famed classification of the Bahaya clans included « bastardized » clans. This is reminiscent of the admixture found in Bunyoro, and perhaps not so much in Ankore, Burundi and Rwanda. But not dissimilar to the latter kingdoms is the political dominance of the Bahinda clans, descendants of the Babito from Bunyoro who had long lost their original tongue (Luo) and were assimilating into their ranks some Bahima and Bairu clans. Owing to the fact that founding kings appointed their sons as rulers over outlying districts, prospects for rebellion were good. We receive confirmation of this point from La Fontaine and Richards :

    No centralized government for the whole of Buhaya had been achieved at the time of Speke’s visit (1861-62) and in fact... the process of appointing princes to rule over small groups of villages tended to lead to the proliferation of new chiefdoms rather than to their amalgamation. The legends of Buhaya are full of tales of rebellious sons, avenging fathers, and fatricidal strife ending in the splitting of kingdoms26.

    From this observation the authors concluded that : « Buhaya must be reckoned as a multi-kingdom tribe ». Probably, at this point in time Buhaya was neither a kingdom nor a tribe, but a society in transition from segmentary to centralized forms of political organization. Here, there are two points to bear in mind. First, while the setting up of petty kingdoms by rebellious princes represented fragmentation of state authority, the reliance of such princes on the support of the local population meant the integration of diverse groups of people into the processes of state-formation over a wide area. The fact that the frontiers of each petty kingdom varied with the fortunes of the day and the political acumen of the incumbent is immaterial. What is of great significance is the fact that a pervasive social formation was evolving in the region, raising prospects for the creation of greater polities. For example, we hear that :

    Some of the kingdoms were of considerable size. Karagwe, for instance, the most westerly chiefdom in modern Buhaya, was evidently comparable to Bunyoro in the scope of its empire and the state its monarch kept at the time of Speke’s visit27.

    In fact our hunch is that most of the so-called petty kingdoms of Buhaya were spawned by the Karagwe empire whose history, unlike Bunyoro, has not received the attention it deserves. Nor is that all. The name « Buhaya » itself symbolizes the extension of the name of the original coastal villages on Lake Victoria to cover the whole of Bukoba, as the processes of political integration advanced. Thus, the integration of the original autonomous tribal groups to form a veritable kingdom cannot sensibly be referred to as a super or « multi-kingdom » tribe. It marked a different stage of political development.

    From this point of view, it is important to note that the southern neighbour of Buhaya, Buzinza, was associated with Karagwe. Not only is it related, linguistically, to Buhaya, but it was also founded by an off-shoot from the same parent body as the Buhaya kingdoms viz., Karagwe. It is important to get the historical sequence correct here, for once the original Babito from Bunyoro had settled in the area, they became part of the local scene. Indeed, there are some strong parallels between Buzinza and Buhaya. In Buzinza, as in Buhaya, we find the same pattern of social organization. At the top of the pyramid was the Bahinda or members of the royal dynasty, next the Bahuma pastoralists and at the bottom the Bairu cultivators. Ethnographic reports show that in both areas, the Bahinda and the Bahuma were closely identified and that the term « Bahinda » referred only to those who belonged to the ruling dynasty. Otherwise, the rest of the Bahinda were classified as Bahuma. As far as the sub-region is concerned, two parallel processes were in progress. On the one hand, there was consolidation of ruling dynasties over a wide area through lineage and marriage ties and, on the other, a consolidation of a commoner class, irrespective of ethnic origin. As La Fontaine observes, Bahuma and Bairu were not clearly differentiated, as such. There were clans with both Bahuma and Bairu branches and some of the ruling Bahinda dynasties came from such clans. Moreover, the distinction between Bahuma herdsmen and Bairu farmers did not necessarily mean inequality of status.

    The processes of integration or assimilation did not end there. Even the ethnographers who were concerned with identifying tribes had to admit that :

    It is not possible to speak of Buzinza, the country of the Zinza, in the sense that one can speak of Buganda or Bunyoro. To begin with, there is a large admixture of other tribal groups in all the Zinza chiefdoms. for instance, in Rusubi, which was traditionally a Zinza kingdom, the number of people who describe themselves as Zinza is only 54%, while the rest of the population consists of a mixture of Ha, Nyambo, Rundi and others28.

    Contrary to their own expectations, these ethnographers discovered that : « there is... a great cultural homogeneity than a mere enumeration of the different elements in the population would suggest... ». It would be remembered that during the 19th century the main slave and trade route from the east coast to Buganda and Bunyoro passed through Buzinza. It, therefore, became a centre of raids, exchange and intermingling of peoples from far and wide. These were no mere tribal phenomena. Even so, none of the competing dynasties had been able to impose its authority over the whole area since the fall of Karagwe. Nonetheless, the processes of political integration in Buzinza were not as advanced as in Buhaya, despite the existence of long-distance trade. This might have had something to do with the class-structure of each society - a point to which we shall return later.

    Buzinza’s western neighbour, Buha, showed the same general social characteristics. It consisted of a number of petty kingdoms ruled by dynasties which had the same kinship and ethnic affinities. Unlike in Buhaya and Buzinza, where such dynasties were drawn from the Babito immigrants, in Buha they were drawn from the Batutsi (i.e. Bahima) immigrants from Burundi. As in Burundi, Rwanda and Ankore, the Batutsi formed a distinct social category, marked by marriage and eating taboos. But unlike in the other Batutsi/Bahima dominated kingdoms, this did not translate itself into a sharp division between pastoralists and agriculturalists. According to available evidence, both Batutsi and Baha claim a pastoral tradition and both engage in agriculture29. But it seems that the Batutsi often relied on the labour of servants and clients. What emerges from this is a two-tiered society, consisting of Baha commoners and a rather diffuse Batutsi upper stratum. Here, the terms « caste » and « aristocracy » are consciously avoided, as the Batutsi dynasties in Buha did not resemble anything like the aristocratic splendour of the Batutsi kings in Burundi, Rwanda and Ankore. It is evident that they were not drawn from the royal lineages that stayed behind to found great kingship institutions, but rather from the wandering, warlike herdsmen who kept moving eastwards. The units over which they presided could have easily been referred to as chiefdoms rather than kingdoms, awaiting assimilation into the latter as happened in Karagwe.

    So far we have followed the development of the kingdoms which were established by the descendants of the founders of Bunyoro, namely, the Bahuma and the Babito who came from outside the interlacustrine region. To avoid any diffusionist presumptions, we emphasized the fact that these people, whoever they were, became assimilated linguistically, culturally and to a great extent socially. Secondly, in the absence of any record of the Galla and Luo pastoralists (or nomadic pastoralists in general) having established kingdoms or a civilization, we attributed the rise of kingdoms in the interlacustrine region possibly to the existence of settled agriculturalists who provided a basis for exchange of goods and services among otherwise diverse groups. In this context Buganda and Busoga should be seen as a test case.

    Homogeneous formations

    Although Speke in 1862 was bold enough to tell Mutesa, the king of Buganda, that his people were Galla by origin, and despite the fact that he was able to sell this story to other European travellers, there is hardly any evidence for his claim. First of all, none of the physical characteristics attributed to so-called « Hamitic » ancestory are found among the Baganda and Basoga. Secondly, both Buganda and southern Busoga boast of no pastoral traditions. Consequently, they are free of the division between superordinate pastoralists and subordinate agriculturalists. Both peoples are traditionally agriculturalists, and yet they are not known as « Bairu », as elsewhere in the interlacustrine. Could the term have been introduced by the pastoralists to describe a mode of existence or occupation rather than a genetic stock? The fact that the two coincided cuts no ice.

    Anthropologically, it is unlikely that so many communities over such a vast territory and which originally were so isolated from one another could be known by the same name. « Tribal » organization necessitates that each group, even if related to others linguistically and culturally, be known by a specific name. How could the European ethnographers in the interlanstrine region, who accepted unquestioningly the ubiquity of tribes in Africa, have missed this point? Or are we to treat the Baganda and Basoga agriculturalists as exceptions? It seems more sensible to assume that the names of the various interlacustrine kingdoms, like elsewhere in Africa, are synonymous with what the original inhabitants called themselves - Banyoro, Batoro, Banyankole, Bahaya, Bazinza, Baha, Barundi and Banya Rwanda. In the circumstances the term « Bairu » must be regarded as largely a status or occupational reference in the same way as the terms, « Muhuma »/« Muhima »/« Muhinda »/« Mututsi » is associated with status or political office in Bunyoro, Buhaya, Buha and Buzinza, irrespective of pedigree.

    This makes it possible to account for the rise of Buganda and Busoga, without dissociating either the Baganda or the Basoga from their fellow-agriculturalists in the region. This might seem like swimming against the current, given the strong tradition among ethnographers and natives alike to conjure up outlandish hero-kings as a claim to superiority. Although the Baganda have as their mythical ancestor Kintu (the root of which in Bantu languages means nothing more than human being), they also have their hero-king, Kimera, who hailed from Bunyoro. From this Richards concludes that « ... the royal dynasty of Buganda is presumably of « Nilotic » « Bito » origin, as is the royal family of Bunyoro »30. A credulous African historian, without giving any further evidence, merely asserts that the same family that founded Bunyoro founded Buganda31. But there are two dynasties which are associated with the rise of Bunyoro - the Bachwezi and Babito. In the absence of any Bachwezi traditions among the Baganda, as is emphasized by Richards32, it can only be assumed that this refers to the Babito who are supposed to have been as dark-skinned as the Baganda. This would make the Buganda kingdom at least one hundred years younger than Bunyoro, despite the somewhat exaggerated claims of antiquity by Baganda nationalist historians such as Kiwanuka33.

    Even the Babito legend will not do for a number of reasons. First, the Babito were pastoralists and carried with them, wherever they went in the interlacustrine region, pastoral traditions. There is a remarkable absence of such traditions in Buganda. Richards states quite explicitly :

    The ritual of the royal dairy and the sacred herds was not carried out by the Kabaka (king of Buganda) as it was by the kings of Bunyoro, Toro and Ankole; nor were milk, beef and vegetable taboos kept34.

    Secondly, the territory originally occupied by the Baganda fell in the semi-equatorial forest zone interspersed with thick elephant grass which, as any herdsman knows, is not suitable for cattle rearing. Thirdly, Luganda falls outside Lunyoro and the languages of the people among whom the Babito/Bahinda are known to have settled. Fourthly, unlike the Bunyoro dynasties and their off-shoots elsewhere in the interlacustrine region, Buganda had no royal clans; all clans could compete for the throne. Kiwanuka is emphatic on this point :

    ... there was no ruling clan in Buganda and there is no evidence to suggest that such ever existed35.

    In the absence of any substantiable connections between Buganda and the founding dynasties of Bunyoro, we are left with only one possibility, namely, that Buganda was founded by the Baganda - an agricultural people who are indigenous in the area. Kiwanuka claims that by the beginning of the 16th century :

    Buganda was still a disjointed kingdom with many areas still under the effective rule of heads of clans who, however, acknowledged in one form or another the overlordship of the kings of Buganda36.

    He produces no evidence for the latter. And yet, it is crucial to know at what point the kings of Buganda became a sovereign authority, instead of being first among equals in a segmentary society. Kiwanuku traces the origins of the kingdom of Buganda to as far back as the 13th century. But in the same breath he maintains that in the 1200-1400 centuries « Kiganda society was still migratory »37.

    It may be pointed out that not only does the establishment of a kingdom presupposes the existence of a settled society, but also that there is no apparent reason why the Baganda were migratory. Since their agriculture was based on plantains, it must have served them best to remain within the semi-tropical forest zone, furthermore, plantain, as a permanent crop, guaranteed their sedentarisation. This is probably how they were by-passed by the Bahima and Babito pastoralists, as was hinted earlier. In conclusion it must be noted that the importance of Buganda does not reside in its chronological but rather in its social age. In our view Buganda reached the same level of development as Bunyoro in the hands of an indigenous agricultural population which was degraded elsewhere in the interlacustrine region. It is a contrary example whose historical importance cannot be minimized, given the prevalence of racist and diffusionist theories in the historiography of the region.

    Further clarification of the case for Buganda is furnished by its eastern neighbour, Busoga. As in Buganda, there is no trace of the division of the population into dominant pastoralists and servile agriculturalists. Secondly, it is generally acknowledged that there is a definite linguistic affinity between Luganda and Lusoga. However, what is often overlooked in this observation is that, linguistically, there is a marked difference between north-eastern and south-western Busoga. The dialect spoken in the north is Lupakoyo, while the Southerners speak Lutenga. What is of critical importance to us is the way in which this division evolved. First, Lupakoyo is related to the Lunyoro group of languages which are found in those areas where the Babito pastoralists settled. According to Fallers, up to the middle of the 19th century when Speke visited the area, northern Busoga was a tributary of Bunyoro38. Not only this, ruling dynasties in at least seven of the north-eastern kingdoms of Busoga belonged to the bushbuck clan whose descent is traced to the Babito of Bunyoro. Furthermore, pastoralism is common in the northern part of Busoga. All this points to a history of occupation in the north by the Babito which is confirmed by the oral traditions which ethnographers such as Fallers were able to collect.

    In contrast, the ruling dynasties in the south-western kingdoms were believed to be autochthonous or to have originated from the south-east like the Baganda. Indeed, the Basoga traditionally divide themselves into those who came from Bunyoro and those who came from the south-east or from the islands in Lake Victoria. Three points emerge from this discussion. First, Busoga was not a unitary kingdom. Rather, it consisted of a number of autonomous political units which are reminiscent of the clan or lineage structure in segmentary societies. Second, the common people saw themselves as Basoga, irrespective of the origins of the ruling dynasties and denied absolutely any non-Bantu origins39. As this is not necessarily true of all of them, it can only be concluded that, as far as they were concerned, Bantu origins carried no negative connotations. Actually, this represents not only integration of different peoples but also of pastoralism and agriculture according to ecological conditions. Third, Busoga is the one example in the interlacustrine region which shows clearly the simultaneous founding of kingdoms by both indigenous agriculturalists and immigrant pastoralists and the creation of a common culture. If the southern Basoga were able to develop centralized political institutions parallel to the Northerners who had some infusions from Bunyoro, why could not the Baganda who, as has been shown, are a kindred people do the same?

    To push further the argument concerning spontaneous and simultaneous development, we return to the case of Buganda. At the beginning Buganda might not have been any different from the puny kingdoms of southern Busoga. In fact, it is known from archaeological, historical and ethnographic evidence that the original kingdom of Buganda was confined to the now central counties of Busiro, Kyadondo and Mawokota. At this time in history it could have been a tributary of Bunyoro-Kitara, without being occupied by her pastoral dynasties as its terrain was not suited to cattle-herding. There is no question that during the 16th and the 17th centuries Bunyoro-Kitara was by far the strongest kingdom in the region. Being on the immediate southern frontiers of Bunyoro, Buganda could not have accepted the threat posed by Bunyoro with equanimity. It might be no accident that the Baganda kings of all the ruling dynasties in the region accelerated the process of consolidation of state power. They did this by (i) eliminating traditional ritual leaders (towards the end of the 17th century King Lutebi is supposed to have attacked independent ritual leaders and burnt their shrines to make room for his appointees40; (ii) eliminating lineage leaders as centres of authority and replacing them with officially appointed chiefs; (iii) liquidating or excluding from royalty all blood princes on the ascension of the new king; (iv) substituting the principle of brother to brother (or even nephew) succession for the usual primogeniture and by avoiding altogether the idea of a ruling clan through reckoning the descendants of kings from their mother’s side - otherwise a perversion of the principle of patrilineal descent among the Baganda; and (v) concentrating all trade in Buganda under the direct control of the king. Bunyoro, with its sprawly empire, governed in the outlying districts by royal princes or vassal kings who were prone to rebellion and by heads of lineages who were interested in maximizing local autonomy, was particularly vulnerable to these innovations. The annexation of Butambala and Gomba by Buganda in the 17th century in violation of Bunyoro’s overlordship marked the rise of a competing force whose existence was not attributable to ruling dynasties from Bunyoro. These annexations continued throughout the 18th century, as is shown by, first, the fall of Ssingo and part of Kyaggwe to Buganda and, then, Buddu towards the end of the century. During the latter half of the 18th century Buganda emerged as the stronger of the two kingdoms. In the process she had managed to establish a new model of political organization. Hers was a unitary structure, which entailed complete integration of conquered territories and assimilation of their inhabitants as subjects. Consequently, by the 19th century the only distinction that existed among the Baganda was that between the king, his senior chiefs and commoners. The Basoga adopted virtually the same model. It is well to remember that Busoga was, politically, a contested territory between Buganda and Bunyoro. Fallers remarks that :

    Towards the end of the nineteenth century the Soga kingdoms appear to have been rather completely dominated by Buganda and Bunyoro and it seems likely that had the British not intervened they would have been swallowed completely by their giant neighbours41.

    Even so, it is noteworthy that the British in their intervention favoured the Buganda mode of political organization and tried to reproduce it in southern Uganda during their tenure. In actuality this marked the disruption of the pre-existing modes of political organization, but not their demise. Therefore, it is still worth enquiring into the exact nature of the previous mode of political organization.
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